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Introduction 
The work of Australian journalists is changing quickly under pressure from complex and 
interrelated economic, technological, and cultural forces that have fundamentally disrupted 
the news industry’s traditional structure and logic (O’Donnell et al., 2012). As has happened 
elsewhere, the digital transformation of journalism in Australia has undoubtedly increased the 
volume, immediacy, audience reach, and civic engagement of news to benefit consumers. At 
the same time, for journalists, however, it means unprecedented job cuts, workforce 
shrinkage, insecure work arrangements, and consequent weakening of long-standing 
collective structures, including professional identity (MEAA, 2016). 
There is significant scholarly interest in journalism’s twin dynamics of atrophy and growth 
in this “post-industrial” era and their implications for the profession (Anderson et al., 2012; 
Waisbord, 2013). Yet, as Mitchelstein and Boczkowski (2009) remind us, the same tension 
between old and new permeates journalism research endeavors. Theoretical renewal in 
journalism studies has been slow and much of the literature “continues to apply existing 
lenses to look at new phenomena” (p. 575). Therefore, this chapter addresses the problem of 
conceptual renewal as it analyzes change in Australian journalists’ work. 
Studies of technological change in journalism tend to address its implications for 
professionalism, understood as an occupational ideology (Deuze, 2005). This analysis 
examines what change means for journalism as “labor,” meaning “exertion which generates 
surplus value and presupposes a contractual employer-employee relationship” (Örnebring, 
2010, p. 59). Journalism as labor is an emergent theoretical lens that redirects attention to 
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journalists as workers (Mitchelstein & Boczkowski, 2009) and, by extension, to the critical 
role labor dynamics can play in the process of workplace change (Cohen et al., 2014). 
Further, it points to notions of postindustrial professional identity grounded in work profiles 
and practices to shed new light on Australian journalists. 
Deuze and Witschge’s account of postindustrial professional identity offers a useful 
example of agenda-setting research that studies new phenomena by applying new theoretical 
lenses. They argue: 
Working in this environment demands journalists today to be committed well beyond what 
any profession could ask for—without most of the securities, comforts, and benefits 
enjoyed by being a member of a profession. Journalists are expected to reskill, deskill, and 
upskill their practices and working routines, generally without any direct say in the way 
the organizations they engage with operate. In doing so, they vulnerably move inside and 
outside of newsrooms and news organizations large and small, trying to both make a 
difference and to make ends meet in an exceedingly competitive market. 
(2017, p. 12) 
These scholars disconnect professional identity from its traditional conceptualization as 
ideology. Instead, they focus on postindustrial journalistic identity as a modus operandi 
influenced by workplace exigencies, such as deteriorating working conditions, managerial 
prerogative, and the impact of insecure employment on reporting practices. In addition, this 
account highlights practical challenges that journalists themselves may well recognize and be 
willing to examine further with scholars. This is important because, as Blumler and Cushion 
(2014) observe, forging “mutually acceptable terms of discussion” offers one path to more 
constructive dialogue between academics and journalists on how to face and counter the 
industry’s current challenges (p. 267). 
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This analysis first provides a comprehensive account of the pressures assailing journalism 
work at the institutional, workplace, and individual levels. Second, it critically assesses 
journalists’ varied professional views on change in their work and argues for further 
development of the concept of postindustrial professional identity in the context of innovative 
recent scholarship on normative perspectives in journalism. Finally, it discusses the 
significance of theoretical renewal for journalism studies, including the need to address 
historical neglect of the union’s strategic role in the change process. 
Statement of the Problem 
The sharp decline of the newspaper publishing industry, which employs the largest cohorts of 
all journalists and is monopolized by four media companies—NewsCorp Australia, Fairfax 
Media, SevenWest Media, and APN News & Media—constitutes the most visible disruption 
to work in Australian journalism. Continual restructuring since 2012, driven by digital 
technology and reader preferences for online content, has failed to stabilize revenues, business 
models, or share prices (Tarrant, 2016), resulting in some 3,000 job cuts, or more than a 
quarter of the mainstream news workforce (New Beats Project, 2017). Significantly fewer 
journalists now work in full-time stable jobs than was the case five years ago. Web-based 
news is typically more labor-intensive than writing for newspapers, so journalists now find 
themselves doing more with less (O’Donnell et al., 2012). 
Where new jobs are created, most are in smaller, nonunionized workplaces with more 
flexible work arrangements (MEAA, 2016; Tarrant, 2016). Increasingly, journalists are self-
employed freelancers (Freeline Group, 2017; MEAA, 2016) with little bargaining power to 
negotiate with employers on working conditions or workplace change. This suggests 
deinstitutionalization of journalism and significantly departs from the permanent jobs, good 
pay, and decent working conditions secured by their union for more than 100 years. It signals 
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a second source of disruptive pressure on journalists’ work that needs consideration: the 
power shift in newsroom labor relations. 
The Australian Journalists’ Association (AJA) registered as the first white-collar trade 
union for journalists in 1911, amidst strident opposition from proprietors (Lloyd, 1985). It 
exists today as part of the Media, Entertainment, and Arts Alliance (MEAA), a super-union 
formed in 1992 to modernize and improve member services and relevance. Never militant, the 
AJA/MEAA has focused primarily on negotiating better wages and conditions. This popular 
strategy once garnered high membership rates and, thus, effective bargaining power in 
disputes with employers. However, in the context of job cuts since 2012, labor relations are 
more polarized and strident as employers flex their upper hand in the workplace. 
One sign of this trend is an increase in journalists taking strike action and publicly 
disputing their employers’ business strategies, a development that has prompted unexpected 
political intervention. In May 2017, after a week-long strike protesting Fairfax Media’s cut of 
125 jobs from its already-depleted newsroom staff of around 500 journalists, the Australian 
Senate launched an inquiry into the future of public interest journalism. Its unprecedented 
brief was to identify regulatory measures that might arrest the industry’s potential market 
failure. Three key political concerns were the local market power of global tech companies 
such as Facebook and Google, which captured 70–80% of the online advertising spent in 
Australia in 2016, the rise of fake news, and foreign takeover interest in national media assets. 
The globalization of news content is thus another pressure on journalism work. 
For journalists, market diversification is linked to the entry of global news providers such 
as the Guardian, Daily Mail, New York Times, HuffPost, and Buzzfeed. Alongside social 
media and search engine service providers, that diversification offers welcome, though 
limited, new employment options. On the other hand, consequent audience fragmentation has 
seen media companies move from traditional editorial priorities (for example, politics), in 
 5 
favor of browser-based “clickbait” content with a greater focus on everyday life. This patently 
aims to maximize traffic, advertising revenue, and subscriptions (Tarrant, 2016). This shift 
also relegates journalists to the status of digital content providers, or, more pejoratively, 
“churnalists.” The rise of journalism-free forms of news content may be both a symptom and 
a cause of journalists’ diminishing authority. Either way, it points to increased marginalizing 
of their traditional professional identity, centered on the common normative ideal of the 
objective political reporter critically scrutinizing government in the name of the citizenry 
(Josephi, 2005). 
In sum, global trends are amplifying the newspaper industry decline, job cuts, de-
unionization, and consequent loss of bargaining power and control over content. Moreover, 
these developments are destabilizing journalists’ traditional professional identity. 
Accordingly, this chapter addresses the following research question: Although Australian 
journalism seems beset by crisis and mounting occupational disarray, is this actually the lived 
experience of those working amidst volatile industry transition? 
Method 
This study provides a greater understanding of the complexities surrounding Australian 
journalists’ responses to media transformation. It discusses academic and industry research 
that examines journalists’ views on workplace change from 2012 to 2017. It also incorporates 
findings on journalists’ perceptions of change in their work, as well as insights on the impact 
of industry disruption on journalists’ ability to do their work. 
The motivation for aggregating and analyzing research findings in this way grew out of the 
author’s interest in Mitchelstein and Boczkowski’s (2009) invitation to take advantage of 
change processes to rethink core disciplinary concepts. In this case, interest focused on old 
and new ideas of professional identity that inform research on journalists’ experiences of 
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industry volatility. The study questioned how these ideas might contribute to greater 
understanding of occupational change. This meant locating a range of suitable studies for 
analysis.  
The author focused on research that considered journalism as work and engaged directly 
with journalists. Australian literature that met these criteria was limited. The final sample of 
10 journal articles and two industry reports results from systematic search, review, and culling 
of databases, selected articles, their reference lists, and citations. The industry reports 
produced by professional associations of journalists include statements from members. The 
academic studies use both quantitative and qualitative data-gathering and analysis techniques 
to canvass the views of 1,233 Australian journalists, including 822 salaried journalists at 
legacy news media, 320 laid-off journalists chasing new employment options, and 91 
journalists employed in atypical work arrangements (for example, freelancers), nontraditional 
roles (for example, political public relations), or digital-only spaces (for example, blogs). The 
next section recaps journalists’ different—even opposing—responses to change in their work 
and exposes distinct ideas of professional identity that account for that variation. This is done 
to clarify the parameters of what different conceptual lenses allow us to see—or obscure—
about change processes in journalism. 
Findings 
Journalists’ Views on their Current Working Situation 
Digital-first publishing was introduced in Australia in 2012. Four studies of journalists’ views 
of their professional roles and functions capture some early experiences of this transition. 
They highlight new demands for increased technical skills, audience interaction, and quality 
digital journalism (Hanusch, 2015; O’Donnell et al., 2012). In this research, change in 
journalism results from exogenous forces, particularly media companies’ business strategies 
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that transfer journalism to digital platforms (Josephi & Richards, 2012). These studies also 
unexpectedly reveal the power dynamics of new business models, with women experiencing 
alarming levels of gendered pay inequality while older journalists are left with few 
opportunities to retrain for digital. 
Josephi and Richards’ (2012) study of Australian journalists in the 21st century was the 
first to find signs of professional uncertainty about industry developments, expressed 
specifically in female journalists’ heightened concerns about job security, chances to get 
ahead, and editorial policies (p. 123). Hanusch (2013, 2015) established Australia had 10,691 
working journalists in 2011, or around 500 journalists for every million Australians. His study 
of 605 journalists confirmed women were an overall majority in the workforce, but found 
they were much younger on average than men, “grossly under-represented” in senior editorial 
ranks, and consistently paid less regardless of job description, with only 35.6% earning more 
than US $58,000 (AU$72,000) per annum compared to 53.1% of men (Hanusch, 2013). 
Further analysis found women represented 52% of the 474 experienced journalists (those with 
at least five years’ experience) but more than two-thirds of 131 recent recruits, suggesting 
increasing feminization of the workforce (Hanusch, 2015). Despite these working conditions 
and other pressures such as job cuts announced during the research period, the entire cohort 
was found to be “extremely satisfied” with their jobs and optimistic about their careers. 
Hanusch characterized them as “defiant in the face of adversity” (2013, p. 39). 
O’Donnell, McKnight, and Este’s (2012) study of 100 senior newspaper journalists also 
found strong levels of optimism about the future mixed with frustration over newsrooms with 
fewer staff, fewer resources, and less training. In fact, at the time of these interviews, many 
older journalists did not know how to put stories online or engage with readers. Nevertheless, 
most felt certain they had “an important role to perform in Australian society” and knew “the 
standards and values by which it can be done well” (p. 39). That meant informing the public 
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and scrutinizing decisions of the powerful through accurate and fair reporting. In this way, 
professional identity served these journalists as a resource for coping with uncertainty 
(Grubenmann & Meckel, 2017), by instilling confidence that core roles and principles would 
have continuing relevance irrespective of journalism’s changing circumstances. 
Making Sense of Change 
By 2015, however, journalists left behind in transitional newsrooms were likened to “battery-
cage hens” and “chicken feed” (Patrick & Elks, 2015) as mass layoffs forced them to upskill, 
work harder, and ditch legacy news values or, alternatively, seek work elsewhere. Two 
submissions to the 2017 “Senate Inquiry into the Future of Public Interest Journalism” 
detailed the developing state-of-play. The MEAA claimed journalism was “at a crossroads” 
because “there just aren’t enough journalists available to report on what needs to be covered 
in order to have an informed society” (MEAA, 2017, p. 8). Predictably, the union disputed 
proprietors’ business strategies, claiming they had used “seemingly endless” job cuts to offset 
revenue declines without consulting employees on alternatives (MEAA, 2017). The 
submission listed news beats being discontinued, cut back, or outsourced, including state 
politics, local government, labor relations, the arts, science, indigenous issues, and court 
reporting. For union member Marguerite Marshall, this meant “we are in danger of losing a 
resilient and informed citizenry necessary for a strong democracy.” 
In contrast, news executives have minimized the adverse effects of digital industry 
restructuring, vociferously and repeatedly refuting claims that media outlets are in crisis, job 
cuts threaten news quality, or newsrooms lack a significant number of staff. For example, 
Fairfax Media publisher Greg Hywood (2016) has insisted that “adjusted” staff numbers 
respond to “the vagaries of the market.” He further argues that new editorial agendas respond 
to data analytics showing readers want only breaking news, investigations, national politics, 
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business, sports, and entertainment. Other publishers have welcomed outsourcing and 
replacing the salaried workforce with freelancers (O’Donnell et al., 2012). 
Yet, the Freeline Group’s submission to the Senate inquiry on the precarious situation of 
Australia’s growing cohort of self-employed freelance journalists dispelled expectations that 
freelancers might replace salaried journalists. It identified major problems, including unfair 
contracts, no legal protection, and low pay rates. As freelancer “JK” explained, 
Twenty years ago…it was possible to earn the equivalent of a full-time salary while 
producing some substantive work, but that’s no longer the case, and frankly, if we were 
employees it would be illegal to pay us as little as some publishers do (Freeline Group, 
2017, p. 8) 
Six studies of Australian journalists’ views of professional identity, in the context of 
increasingly precarious employment, capture diverse experiences of the accelerating change 
process. In contrast to previous research, interest in conceptual renewal pervades these 
studies. The authors move away from the idea of professional identity as the profession’s 
“social cement” (Deuze, 2005, p. 455) to recast professional identity in more postindustrial or 
“flexible” terms that account for changes in work types, arrangements, and principles 
(Grubenmann & Meckel, 2017). 
Patrick and Elks’ study (2015) of how salaried and freelance journalists experienced 
growing employment insecurity illustrates this new research direction. It called nontraditional 
concepts of professional identity an “enabling” factor in career mobility and reduced fear of 
insecure work. Specifically, those who saw their job as writing to the needs and wants of the 
reader, rather than traditional political news agendas, were more likely to tolerate industry 
volatility and adapt to new work contexts and demands of digital journalism (Patrick & Elks, 
2015). Importantly, this study more clearly identified the critical role that agency can play in 
journalistic understanding of the process of technological change. 
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The other studies similarly drew on flexible ideas of professional identity to examine 
journalists’ identity negotiations around change in their work across diverse definitions, 
populations, and work sites. Research on identity dynamics surrounding layoffs found 
unexpected patterns of identity eclipse and resurgence (O’Donnell et al., 2016; Sherwood & 
O’Donnell, 2016). For example, it found precariously reemployed journalists struggling to 
perform key traditional functions (for example, watchdog journalism) because they no longer 
had institutional backing or legitimacy, while some now working in the public relations 
industry felt their journalistic identities remained strong and relevant. Fulton’s (2015) study of 
digital content makers found journalists-turned-bloggers to be more confident that their work 
was authoritative than bloggers-turned-journalists. Fisher’s research, which examined the 
normative orientations of former journalists who transitioned to parliamentary public 
relations, found they pragmatically adapted to the distinct “truth expectations” of their new 
roles (2016, p. 671). Finally, Sacco and Bossio’s (2017) study, which examined management-
employee dynamics around social media use in newsrooms, found journalists pushed back 
against managerial regulation, branding, and promotion of their professional and personal 
identities when it was “at odds” with their professional norms (Sacco & Bossio, 2017). 
Findings of this kind demonstrate occupational change but not necessarily occupational 
disarray. They show journalistic resilience. Moreover, they demonstrate the ways emerging 
types of work, and their attendant challenges, stretch and reconfigure occupational practices, 
principles, and boundaries—and, hence, the need to further develop the concept of 
postindustrial professional identity to address related normative concerns. 
Discussion 
This chapter argues the new empirical realities of work in journalism in Australia, as 
elsewhere, require new notions of journalistic professional identity. It suggests building on 
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Deuze and Witschge’s (2017) characterization of a postindustrial journalistic modus operandi 
by considering its purpose and standards of performance. We know from a decade of research 
on media professions that traditional professional norms and values are weakening (Deuze, 
2007; Witschge & Nygren, 2009; Deuze & Witschge, 2017). We also know that normative 
theories of journalism’s role in democracy have been disputed as outmoded, even when they 
remain important aspirational guides, because they were formulated before the rise of 
networked public communication spaces populated by citizen journalists. As Josephi notes, 
this means they tend to leave journalism “always to be measured against what ought to be 
rather than what is” (2005, p. 576). Less clear are the normative orientations of postindustrial 
journalism (Blumler & Cushion, 2014). 
One innovative new strand of research that addresses this gap argues for greater 
equivalence between normative ideals and work practices (Blumler & Cushion, 2014; Creech 
& Nadler, 2017; Hanitzsch & Vos, 2016; Nielsen, 2017). Mindful of the multiple factors 
influencing change in journalism roles and identities—for example, intensified new work 
arrangements—this literature proposes scaling normative aspirations to empirical realities. 
This means casting the norms of postindustrial journalism—its purpose and performance—in 
pragmatic terms reflecting the distinct work journalists can and want to do in the current 
environment. For Nielsen, simply providing information is the most important and distinctive 
contribution journalism can make to democracy at this time of “gut-wrenching 
transformation,” and he suggests those who see this as too modest a goal for journalism 
“should try working as a journalist” (2017, p. 11). 
Theoretical renewal of this kind, although only briefly sketched here, is significant for 
Australian journalism studies because it acts as a timely reminder of the critical part union 
representation and labor relations have played, and continue to play, in enabling journalists 
themselves to have a say in the work they can and want to do. Remarkably, there are still 
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5,500 unionized journalists across the industry, including some 1,400 who classify themselves 
as freelance journalists (MEAA, 2017). 
Scholars of Australian journalism need this reminder because, to date, the journalists’ 
union has been mostly ignored and labor relations are only rarely discussed (Lloyd, 1985; 
Marjoribanks, 2000). This despite the fact that since early last century, Australian 
governments have set minimum wages and settled workplace disputes through arbitration to 
secure a measure of social equity in Australia’s relatively small labor market. Meanwhile, 
union representation has played a major, even pivotal, part in shaping the development of 
Australian journalism. This neglect represents a missed opportunity that must be addressed to 
better understand the relationship between fair and decent work, along with viable and 
sustainable postindustrial journalism. 
Arguably, there has never been a better time to investigate journalism-as-labor in 
Australia. The MEAA, in association with its partner Walkley Foundation for Excellence in 
Journalism, offers innovation programs, coding scholarships, and digital training 
opportunities as part of expanded member services. These services include campaigns for 
gender pay equity, union coverage for digital-only journalists, and internships with clear goals 
and expectations. In other words, the union seems engaged in what might be termed 
postindustrial unionism. 
Conclusion 
This study represents the first known research to consider the ways old and new concepts of 
professional identity frame Australian journalists’ views on change in their work and answer 
the question of how they respond to uncertainty. Job cuts, in the context of sharp decline in 
newspaper publishing, are the major source of concern. Other developments destabilizing 
journalists’ traditional professional identity are de-unionization and loss of control over 
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content. However, the analysis established Australian journalists are attuned to occupational 
change rather than beset by occupational disarray. The chapter argues for new concepts of 
professional identity to address journalism’s changing circumstances. One option is to further 
develop the concept of postindustrial professional identity by drawing on the new scholarship 
about normative perspectives. The key imperative in this new research is greater equivalence 
between normative ideals and empirical realities. Against this background, Australian 
journalism studies’ historical neglect of the journalists’ union is identified as a missed 
opportunity, particularly given emerging postindustrial unionism. The task ahead for scholars 
is to better understand the relationship between decent work and sustainable postindustrial 
journalism.		
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